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Oral History =~

AS A TEACHING APPROACH

.

Oral history-is becoming an inczeasingly im-
portant teaching tool. While its use in teaching is "
still far overshadowed by its research application,
arecent nationwide survey conducted by the Oral
History Association indicates that it nray well be-
come one of the most significant new teaching ap-
proaches of the 1970’s. -

It is the purpose of this report to offer teachers
from the middle grades through college a brief
handbook on the use of oral history in teaching.
Oral history can be successfully adapted to the
resources and time dimensions of virtually any
teaching situation. However, oral history should
not be viewed a> a panacea that will quickly revi-
talize the teaching of any subject, but rather asa
means to improve student motivation by injecting
the community into the learning process.

John A. Neuenschwander, author of this
timely report in NEA’s Developments in
Classroom Instruction series, is an associate
professor of history at Carthag> College, Ke-
nosha, Wisconsin, where he is the director of the
Oral History Project. He writes for teachers who
want to learn more about oral history as a de-
velopment in classroom instruction.

Dr. \quenschwandcr starts by giving back-

history is an efféctive curriculum technique He
concludes by stating, “Although to some, oral
history may eppear to be a radical departure from
conventional pedagogy. in reality, it is a very old
method of teaching. In a society that is becoming
increasingly technocratic and impersonal, “the
need for such an intensely human way to learn is
obvious. For this reason alone, oral history should
bccmno an educational mmnstay in the vears
ahead.” .
A complete sample for an oral history project is
included in this report. It gives practical, effective
guidelines for classroom teachers, and it details
suggested subjects to cover in interviews. It also
contains a sample release form, an actual tape
transcript, and suggestions for preparing a tape
index. Ah annotated bibliography and footnote
reference list are also ingludcd,
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1. Background

-t

»

In the last fifteen years the field of oral history has experienced
tremendous growth. The practice of interviewing individuals on
tape about their life and times in order to collect valuable source
material is now a well-established field in its own right. There are
currently over four hundred oral history projects across the country
ranginig in size from the massive collection at Columbia University
to very small projects like the one in Wauwatosa, Wisconsin, with a
handful of volunteers and lots of enthusiasm.!' In addition, there
are a number of programs in Canada and Great Britain. The im-
mense popularity of. books based on oral history like The Foxfire
Book, Plain Speaking, and Working is a good indication that stories
straight from the lips of elderly Americans have made the past
come alive for millions of readers.

Oral history is also becoming 2n increasingly important teaching
tool. While its use in teaching is still far overshadowed by the re-
search application, a recent nationwide survey conducted by ‘the
Oral History Association indicates that it may well become one of
the most significant new teaching approaches of the 1970's. A
sampling of coraments from the teachers who responded to this
survey underscores this point:

Oral History has really added a lot to our American Studies

program. The community is interested and students have par-
ticipated so well.

Marjorie Woodard, Oswego High School,

Oswego, Illinois

" There are still many possible areas for use of the oral histery
technique which we have not begua to explore.

Betty Jean Southard, Schaumburg High School,

Schaumburg, Illinois
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It lurches, it breaks down, it doesn’t always corner well, it is
tied together with bailing wire in places, but [expletive de-
leted], it is on the road and running.'?

Edward lIves, University of Maine, Orono, Maine

«

The field of oral history is both ancient and modern. While his-
torians since Herodotus have been interviewing individuals about
significant historical events, it was not until the late 1940's that
Allan Nevins truly modernized the historical interview. By joining
together the interview techniques of the social sciences, a tape
recorder, and the historian’s perspective, Professor Nevins es-
tablished an Oral History Research Office at Columbia University.
The initial purpose of the program was to interview prominent
Americans about their role in and observations on American history
and life. In this way he hoped to counter the alarming lgss of
valuable source materials caused by technological wonders such as
the telephone.® During the 1950's oral history made steady but un-
spectacular progress. By the mid-1960s, however, the practice -of
oral history had become so widespread that a national organization
was founded to promote and develop the technique. The presence
of archivists, librarians, physicians, social sciéntists, assoeted lay-
persons, and historians at €ach of these annual national colloquia
beginning in 1966 is an indication of the truly interdisciplinary
nature of oral history.®

In addition to the creation of a national organization in the
1960’s, a noticeable shift took place in the types.of individuals
being interviewed. While some of the earlier programs affiliated
with large universities and Presidential libraries continued to con-
centrate on prominent national and regional figures, many rapidly
emerging projects at the grass roots level were beginning to seek
out representatives of ethnic, minority, and regional sub-culture
groups. The creation of oral history programs on the county and
community levels also helped to lay the groundwork for the de-
velopment of oral history as a teaching tool. The first attempts to
involve students in oral history were often undertaken by teachers
who, through participation in a local project, had become aware of
the human resources in their own communities.

The most successful use of oral history in teaching thus far is the

. Foxfire Project. Here, Eliot Wigginton, a young English teacher at

Ratan Gap-Nacoochee High School in Georgia, initiated a com-
munity-centered oral history project in hopes of stimulating his
students.'® The first tangible result, was a student magazine called
Foxfire. The instant popularity of this enchanting periodical about
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the culture of southern Appalachia resulted in the publication of an
anthology. From the accounts of faithhealing and log cabin
building to the observations by such local savants as Aunt Arie, The
Foxfire Book is a superb illustration of integrative social studies. As
Reed Whittemore noted in a recent book review, ' What began as a
casual exercise in improving student motivation has emerged as a
positive pedagogical device for learning itself . .. .15

Desnite the sale of over three hundred thousand copies of The
Foxfire Book and the recent publication of a second anthology, the
use of oral history in teaching has yet to become widespread. The
concentration of the Oral History Association on the research ap-
plication is perhaps one contributing factor. Ironically, the
overwhelming success of the Foxfire Project itself may have
actually been a deterrent as well. In any event the work of Eliot
Wigginton has served to underscore the tremendous educational
potential of oral history. .

It is the purpose of this report to offer teachers from junior high
through college a. brief handbook on the use of oral history in
teaching. As subsequent sections will explain, oral history can be
successfully adapted to the resources and time dimensions of vir-
tually any teaching situation. A word of caution, however, is in
order. Oral history should not be viewed as a panacea that will
quickly revitalize the teaching of any subject but rather as a means
to improve student motivation by injecting the community into the
learning process. Without careful preparation and effective imple-
mentation, it can be an educational bust like anything else.

ERIC : |
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2. A WaytoLearn

One of the important pedagogical contributions that oral history
can make is to further the understanding of major social studics
concepts. Through the use of oral history, the illustrative examples
that are used extensively by teachers to facilitate comprehension
can be gained locally and by the students themselves. For the im-

" print of American history can be found in any community whether
urban or rural. Students who are given the opportunity to interview
family members or community residents about the Great
Depression or changing socio-economic conditions in a neighbor-
hood usually develop a far deeper interest in the course because
their world .nd the course material are more fully integrated.

Teachers can also develop their own problems approach by
using oral history. Since there are at least two sides to every issue or
controversy, and usually more, the experience of examining and
resolving such questions can be an invaluable learning situation.
Asking students to resolve the discrepancies between textbook and

“interview accounts about a particular incident or idea is another

" good way to help them develop critical skills.

The use of oral history in the preparation of a family history
paper is still another possible application. It is a-truism that every
family has a history, but as one old-timer once remarked, ““The only
trouble with our history is that we pay too little attention to it.”
Such is the case with most American families. Even when fragments
of a family’s past are dredged up, it is usually for didactic purposes.
It is a rare youth indeed who has not been subjected to a historical
lecture on the-way-it-used-to-be. Yet the discovery that the lives of
grandparents and parents were shaped by certain major historical
trends and events will usually expand the historical consciousness
of most students. If students are asked to write a paper dealing with
their family in the twentieth century, they can also gain a more

’ 11
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ORAL HISTORY

. : meaningful-perception of modern America. Furthermore, most
families are usually very pleased to have an opportunity to serve as
resource persons, and the resulting paper often becomes the official
family history.

One of the most significant educational developments to come
out of the curricular revolution in the 1960’s was the increasing
number of courses concerned with the study. of local institutions
and people. After decades of neglect teachers suddenly began, to
realize that the study of local history, economics, or sociology
could be an excellent way to heighten student interest and convey
either the fundamentals or fine points of a discipline. For this type
of inquiry, oral history is especially well-suited. Interviews with
knowledgeable community residents can often fill major éaps in
local sources and also provide a good overview of the important
issues that confronted a town or neighborhood. Furthermore, the
number of potential local studies is virtually limitless, for often an
area’s past is shrouded in half-truths and unexamined interpreta- -
tions. Questions about kow local landmarks, customs, and practices
originated are all too often answered by remarks like, “I don’t
krow but that’s just the way its always been.”” Through exposure to
local history and lore, students usually develop a-better under:
standing if not appreciation of their community or neighborhood.
Whether a class is studying the socio-economic influence of a major
natural disaster, Prohitition days in the county, the evolution of the
pickle industry in North Benton, or the transformation of
Friendlyville from a small town to a medium-sized city, oral history .
can be a useful tool.

The use of oral history to improve interpersonal relations and
develop social skills is an application that has only recently begun
to'receive serious consideration. An incident related to me by a high
school teacher effectively underscores the educatior al potential of
this approach. Several,years ago a new high school was constructed
in upstate Illinois on a tract of land that had once been the
property of a nearby farmer. Apparently the old farmer occa-
sionally displayed his rescntment over this state of affairs by bran-
dishing a shotgun on his front porch. Derisive shouts and occasional
pranks on the part of the students served to further poison the rela-
tionship. One semester a teacher decided to take a group of
students over to the embattled farmhouse and interview the farmer

. about the history of thé area. After the initial uncertainty of both
parties was overcome, the farmer and the students hit it off quite
well. The farmer's admission that he had run . good-sized still

ERIC
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A Way to Learn

3

during Prohibition days on the exact site occupied by the school
went a long way toward normalizing relatious. In this case the in-
terview removed the stereotyped images held by both sides.
There s no question that the generation gap that is evervwhere
talked about today has been greatly overemphasized. While certain .
“life-styles associated with the youth rebellion of the 1960's no
. doubt served to alienate generations from one another, some re- ’
search indicates that only a small percentage of American youth
was ever actively involved.? Nevertheless it is true that since age
grouping has become so much a part of modern society, young and .«
old have had few chances to communicate. Since generational
isolation is particularly hard on adolescents and teenagers who are
often groping to find th.ir identity in a confusing world, interviews
with older people about growing up or finding a vocation can be a
- meaningful experience.
One of the priltary reasons the wisdom that only comes with age

is so often ignored is because many youths have never been taught

" to be good listeners. Oral history interviewing helps tc make good
listeners. Sharon Curtin, a noted Virginia writer, admitted recently
that she used to earn her Saturday movie money by renting out her
grandfather to the neighborhood kids: '

For a dime, they could watch him whittle a chain and a

whistle from one piece of birchwood and as a bonus, he would |
sometimes -talk as he whittled, During those lazy, hot af-

ternoons he told stories of Indians and blizzards and how

barbed wire ruined the wilderness; he made us hear wolves . ,
howl and feel the ground shake as the buffalo stampeded.

Weck after week, Grandad gave my friends and me the gift of

the past.® ) - ' >

-

Almost every teacher who has used’ oral history in teaching
doubtless would agree that the quality of in-class training goes a
long way in determining the success or failure of the entire project.
This is not to say that every oral history project involving students <
must be precceded by a vigorous, semi-professional training
process. What is important, however, is that preparatory sessions be *
tailored to the sophistication of the project. If planning to have
students interview grandparents about popular culturg in the
1920's, the teacher will probably find a very short training session
to be in order. In contrast, a program aimed at accumulating a
large collection of interviews on local history would necessitate
several weeks of training. The guidelines that follow should be

13
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helptul to teachers in planning and conducting training programs.
Nevertheless, it is still advisable for interested teachers to ex-
periment with a few interviews themselves so that they can teach
from first-hand experience. Like any handbook on how v play ten-
nis or bridge, this report will point out some of the ways to insure
good performance butit cannot offer any guarantee of success.

ond
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The Teacher

An interview is actually nothing more than a purposeful con-
versation between two people. While there are many different
types of interviews such as those used in employment situations and
for-psychiatric examination, in the case of oral history the purpose
of the interview is simply that of information gathering. Unlike the
standardized survey interview that social scientists have used so ex-
tensively in recent years, the usual oral history interview is an elite
or nonstandardized type. Although it is the oral kistorian who
initiates the process and seeks to ask questions in such a way that
the information obtained fits into historically meaningful patterns,
it is the interviewee who must determine the shape of the interview.
In effect the interviewer is merely assisting the narrator in the
preparation of a personal memoir.'?

Under such circumstances no two interviews are ever identical
even if the same narrator is interviewed on the same topics by two
equally well-trained interviewers. The reason for this is that the
outcome of every elite interview is determined in part by the social
interaction between the participants. How the interviewer and the
interviewee perceive each other psychologically will determine the
manner in which questions are asked and responses provided. Every
interview thus involves some degree of psychological gaming. The
interviewer seeks to draw from the interviewee the fullest possible
account while the latter determines (both consciously and uncon-
sciously) whether the former is worthy of this on all topics orsome-
thing less. It is of course a rare occurrence when an interviewee
drops all her/his psychological defenses in an intérview situation.
The degree of responsiveness and the quality of the information
supplied by a willing narrator are thus determined by the
v knowledge, skill, and personality of the interviewer.*

15
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Because of the vagaries of long-term memory, the interviewer is
always cast in the role of an explorer constaatly probing for richer
caches of information. This is a necessity since the ablllty to recount
events that occurred a quarter or half century ago'seems to be more
dependent upon the personality of an individual than on the purely
physiological dimensions of memory." The maxim of Herodotus is
most appropriate in this regard, “‘If ye expect not the unexpected,
ve shall not find truth.” Put in more contemporary terms by the
noted historian, Daniel Aaron: the oral historian “. .. resembles
rather a hunter stalking his unpredictable quarry in a jungle. . ..
What starts out looking like a rabbit may turn into ‘a por-
cupine. ...} .

Before offering some pointers on interviewing itself a few com-
ments are in order on the subject of equipment. For reasons of
economy and convenience, the cassette recorder is the type-that is
generally used in most student-centered oral history projects, -be-
cause few fledgling projects have sufficient funds to purchase new
~quipment and must rely upon whatever is locally available. For
example, in about one half-of the high school courses reported on in
the 1974 survey, “The Use of Oral History in teaching,”'* the,
students actually supplied their own recorders. For all practical
purposes, the quality and type of recorders used will always be de-
termined by the goals of the project, availability of funds, and the
degree of conversancy with recording equipment that a teacher at-

.“tains.

Oral history interviews also vary in terms of the nature of the in-
formation sought. This in turn has a direct bearing on the type of
relationship that develops between the interviewer and the, inter-
viewee. The autobiographical type of interview wherein the main
purpose is to secure a complete life history of an individual usually
necessitates a long series of interviews. The greater familiarity
resulting from such an interview situation is especially advanta-
geous. In contrast, the more common topic or subject type often
involves only one or two interviews with an individual. Such inter-
views usually focus on one important aspect or period of a person’s*
life. These may range from the war experiences of a retired teacher
to the logging camp remembrances of an old woodsman. Although
the rapport that an interviewer can build up in this type of in-
terview may be less substantial than in the autobiographical situa-
tion, the economy of the topic interview in terms of focus and
person-hours makes it far more practical for most programs. This is
likewise applicable to a related type, the biographical interview.
This is a selective interview as well. It involves nothing more than

16
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Guidelines

an individual’s recollection of an important historical figure like a
former president or mayor.

Although’ almost all oral historians view the one-to-one in-
terview as an article of faith, a number of teachers_have experi-
mented successfully ‘with student interview teams. This approach
provides the social reassurance that many junior high and some se- .
nior high school students need to overcome thelr.fe”ars about infer-
viewing people whom they do not know. While it @n be argued
that the presence of multiple mtervnewers may perplex the narrator
and lessen the quality of the’ ogal memoir, teachers.should weigh

. this potenfial dlsadvan{age against the practical vanables of class
size, availability of tapé rccorders and Student attitudes.

The Interviewer . -

.
Like any skill, whether academic or athletic, there are no hard
“and fast rulés that will guarantee success. In a recent article Amelia
Fry, a pioneer in the field, underscored this point by systematically
debunking certain rules of the game that she had earlier set forth.
Despite this caveat oral historians are in general agreement that
certain ground rules will help to insure a successful expenence for
those who participate.
The following guidelines are , particularly appropriate for
students.

«

L. In making the initial contact with a prospective interviewee,
care should be exercised that a clear presentation is made of
the purpose and nature of the interview. Such explanations
need not be lengthy but should inform the prospective inter-
viewee of the general areas:to be covered, how the interview
will be conducted, and what will be done with the information
supplied. .

2. Student interviewers should have a sound general knowledge
of the subject or topics ‘to be explored. .If, for example, a
student plans to interview a retired police officer about how the
local department has changed since the 1930’s, the student
should do enough background reading to have some idea of the
major national trends. Such preparation is necessary to secure
full educational benefits from the use of oral history. Without
any background a student interviewer cannot ask the types of
questions that will elicit the most important information. In a
similar vein, the unprepared student does not qualify as an
active learner, which is one of the basic justifications for the
exercise.

2
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3. Interviews should not begin abruptly. 1deally students should
have a preliminary visit with an interviewee to gather
biographical information and establish initial rapport. In most
school situations, however, such visits may be an unaffordable

“luxury. Where this is true, the student should spend the first
few minutes in general conversation before formally beginning .
the interview. The social nature of every interview makes
breaking the ice an essential prerequisite.

4. Oral historians ordinarily rely on broad-gauge questions. This is
not to say that questions that require a yes or no answer may
not be useful at times, but generally the how, what, where, and
why queries elicit the best responses. This is true because the
most successful oral history interviews involve long -
monologues on the part of tie narrator. Whenever an in-

“ terview becomes a dialogue, one can e sure that something

. has gone wrong. , '

5. Oral historians must be active listeners. The interviewer should
be able to monitor the quality of what an interviewee is re-
lating while also listening for clues or inferences that may re-
veal new areas worth exploring. The art of active listening must
be developed. and if an interviewer feels drained following an
hour-long session this is a good indication that she/he is de-
veloping the skill.

6. Interviewers should guard against becoming so enamored of an
interviewee that they forfeit their objectivity. In other words
interviewers must be supportive but not supine. This is
necessary _because one is seeking the narrator’s account so that
it can become a source just like a personal letter or diary. Such
balance is.especially hard for young interviewers to achieve.

7. If an interviewee appears to be deliberately laying it on a little
thick or presenting a very distorted account, the interviewer
can switch to a negative tack without damaging rapport.:Anin-
terviewer can simply state that other sources she/he has
consulted have taken an opposite view and then see what the
narrator’s reaction is. Skeptical comments by the interviewer
may accomplish the same purpose but with more risk. In the
same vein, tough questions about sensitive subjects often se-
cure the best responses midway through the interview after the
interviewee has become more trusting and relaxed.

8. Note-taking during an interview is usually helpful. Scratching
on a notepad provides a convenient and unobtrusive outlet for
nervousness. By jotting down new questions as they come to

18
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Guidelines -

mind and names whose spelling is uncertain, the interviewer
can insure both accuracy and thoroughness. After the interview
has endec, the interviewer can ask the narrator for the correct
spellings thus saving considerable time if and when a transcript
or index is prepared.

. Interviewers should refrain from asking compound questions.

Such an approach can be very disheartening to an interviewee.
Another common mistake made by student interviewers is
rushing the narrator to respond. This can be done, in a number
of ways but usually involves rephrasing a question several times
because the narrator did not respond immediately. Students
need only be reminded of how confusing it is for them to be
asked a difficult question in class and then, when they fail to
answer at once, to have the teacher rephrase the question again
and again. Since they were uncertain about the initial question
(perhaps with good reason), the barrage of subsequent ques-
tions only befuddles them and usually results in pained silence.
Difficulties concerning the use of tape recorders are most often
the fault of the interviewer. If the interviewer is nervous about
the operation of a tape recorder, this can have a negative effect
on the~interview itself. Students should receive thorough
training in the care and use of tape recorders. A pre-test of the
tape recorder and tape before arriving on the scene for an in-
terview should be standard procedure.

. Within a few days after an interview has been recorded, the in-
* terviewer should listen to the entire tape. This can be espe-

cially helpful to students in improving their interview tech-
nique. This procedure also enables the interviewer to prepare
for the next interview and to formulatagood follow-up ques-
tions. ¢

In situations where more than one interview is conducted with
a particular mtervlewee, it is heipful to begin the second and
all subsequent intétviews with important follow-up questions.
If the length of time between interviews is relatively short, the
interviewee oftentimes has thought of additional information
which can best be presented at the beginning of the next in-
terview. ¥

Since significant collections of snapshots and more formal
photographs are the most abundant and easily usable historical
record found in the average American family, they can.be of
assistance to oral historians. Pictures of important events or in-
dividuals can often improve the memory of a narrator. The use

19-
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of iconographic materials can also make the oral history project
~more worthwhile for the students involved. One word of
caution, howeyer, is in order. Unless students are able to deter-
mine prior to.an interview which photographs are of historical
interest, interviews using this approach can become long, .
disjginted monologues about highly personal-and ‘perhaps
trivial family affairs.

14. It is a rare occurrence when an interview is completed without
some degree of digression. Since the. trail that an interview
follows is not always well-marked, this is understandable. If a
narrator continually lapses into prolongeéd digressions about
unrelated matters despite the best efforts of the student to get
them back to the topic at hand, the student should subse-
quently seek another interviewee. .

15. A good interviewer according to Lewis Dexter has “*as many of
the virtues as possible of a good social scientist, a good reporter
and a good historian.” 7 Put in more colloquial terms by Amelia
Fry, the interviewer **should be that combination ofjournallst-
historian, the Grand Inquisitor, Mata Hari, Sherlock Holmes,
and, one might add, Vanderbilt and Mellon.”? Since no living
oral historian has yet fulfilled either deﬁmtlon why not give
your students a-crack atit? . "

v ’ ”

The Interviewee . ) .

While the preceding section was addressed to the interviewers, a
word need be said about interviewees and their selection. The vast
majority of all interviews that have been. conducted by oral his-
torians since 1948 have been with the elderly. Unless a Florida pro-
moter actually locates the fabled fountain. of youth in the near
future, the aged will probably continue to be the prime subjects of
oral historians. This is of course a natural outgrowth of the rela-
tively recent emergence of oral history and the practical determi-
nation’ of most programs to gather memoirs from individuals who
have the shortest life expectancy. The adage “the older the bet-
er,” however, should not be the only basis for selecting inter-
viewees for educationally oriented projects. If oral history is used ir
conjunction with a unit on the 1960’s, then Viet Nam veterans,
former McCarthy campaign workers, and liberated women might
be potential interviewees. Along similar lines the study of neighbor-
hood or community changes since World War 11 could involve in-
terviews with people from all age groups.

a
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Guidelines

A request to be interviewed for whatever purpose is generally
fattering to an individual. Even prominent individuals in a com-
munity are not usually above this reaction. Although simple
curiosity often leads a person to consent to an interview initially, an
interview request also signifies that a person’s life experiences have
meaning for others. In a similar vein an interview represents an in-
vitation to teach. Since most people tend to be natural-born
teachers about the things they know best, such an opportunity is
rarely refused.

The interviewer must always be sensitive to the interviewee's
personal stake in the interview and avoid any psychological harm.
Interviewers who continually ask very detailed factual questions.
for example, may make the narrator feel inadequate. This can be a
very shattering experience to an older person who is anxious to
pro'@e her/his worth. Interviewees can also be disconcerted by
rapid topical or chronological shifts in questioning. The oral his-
torian should always try to stay within the prearranged boundaries
that haye been set for the interview. Finally, students should be
made to realize that narrators are not simply talking books. Unlike
a book, which provides the necessary information to anyone using
the table of contents or index, interviewees deserve special han-
dling.

Summary

The noted American historian, Carl Becker, once wrote that
every man is his own historian.® Although this may be thé case,
everyone is certainly not an oral historian. Certain students as well
as adults may not be willing to conduct interviews, but most oral
‘history projects can be organized to provide meaningful learning
experiences for the noninterviewers as “gell In the Foxfire Project
such a division of labor has worked very successfully. Students
doing research, transcrlbmg or editing tapes are making important
. contributions to any oral history project.

C v There is no time-honored method for training students to be-
) come ofal historians. The suggestions that follow represent a dis-
tillation of training methods used in various programs.

1. Ora] history by its very nature does not readily lend itself to the
lecture method. Training sessions of whatever depth and length
should involve maximum student participation.

The importance of the tape recorder can be easily demonstrated
by casually telling ihe class a story one day and asking them to

"

o

‘ 21

- -~ -

20.

ERIC

X
Aruitoxt provided by Eic: ~
~ 7

»




ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

ORAL HISTORY

(¥4

[
[35]

write down the story from memory the next. The general inac-
curacy of their recall together with the glaring discrepancies be-
tween various accounts-will be enough to convince even the
most stubborn student that a tape recorder is eesentlal to oral
history interviewing,

If you or one of your colleagues has expenmented with oral
history, the resulting tapes can be played for the class to dem-
onstrate some of the preferred techniques as well-as the com-
mon problems. If locally compiled tapes are not available, you
may be able to borrow or purchase tapes from larger oral history
programs in your state or region.

. Once the students have gained a rudimentary conception of oral

history, they should be given the opportunity to put their
knowledge into practice. Short interviews with family members
or schoolmates will help students gain experience. The in-class
evaluation of such interviews will be beneficial to all.

.~ While any type of interviewing lends itself to deep

psychological evaluation, such an approach with students—
even on the college level—may tend to stifle their natural
curiosity by making them overly self-conscious. This can
severely retard their development as interviewers. Periodic class
discussions of interview techniques, once the project is un-
derway, is an excellent way to maintain and improve student
skills.

In cases where an oral history project is continued-from one class
to another, students who participated in the first phase may be .
useful in training subsequent classes. Peer status and the im-
mediacy of their experiences often enable selected students to
effectively assist neophytes in learning the art of oral history.
Every effort should be made by t}le teacher to sit dowi with
students after their first interview experience and evaluate the
results. Positive reinforcement at this time is very important
since even the most self-confident individuals are often unable
to determine how it went. This unique form of instant replay
also helps students to better understand their strong and weak
points and to go.on from there.

To help students formulate effective questions, some teachers
prepare lists of topics to cover in an interview. This is especially
helpful for junior high students. A sample topic sheet can be
found in Chapter 5.

a




4. Uses of the Tape
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The question of what to do after the tapes come in i$ a very valid
one. While students hopefully will learn a great-deal from the
actual interview experience itself, the resulting tapes can be
valuable learning resources as well. Since oral history tapes are
primary sources, they fit well into the inquiry method as previcusly
noted. Having students check available written sources to corrob-
orate important accounts and observations provided by inter- '
viewees is an excellent way to develop critical skills. Segments
drawn from particularly dramatic or revealing interviews can also
be used to highlight related text material. Short oral biographies
and slide-tape presentations can be developed by students using
representative segments drawn from interviews. Finally, a
collection of the best interviews recorded over the years will be a
continuing resource for a department or division.

For research-minded oral historians, the written transcript of.an
interview is considered the most important product. Until recently
the Oral History Research Office at Columbia University as well as
other major collections retained only selected tapes. In the case of
oral history projects involving students, the transcription of inter-
views necessitates much more supervision on the part of the teacher
as well as increased amounts of class time. This is notto say that the ) k
experience of transcribing and editing an interview is not an ex- .
cellent learning experience. It simply demands a great deal more
from all parties concerned.

There are a number of differing schools of thought on the sub-
ject of transcribing. Some oral historians take a purist view and seek '
to attain a verbatim transcript of the interview. They argue that to
do otherwise is to tamper with primary sources in a manner
reminiscent of the nineteenth century historian Jared Sparks who
tiddied up George Washington’s correspondence. Most oral his-
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torians favor limited editing of the transcript so that the interview is
more readable in written form. This usually involves eliminating
false starts, redundent oral sounds, and tightening up the language
structure. Since interviewees speak differently than they write, such
editing is often essential to avoid undue embarrassment to the
source.

The preparation of a brief, topical index for each interview and
an ongoing, general index for the entire collection represents
another preservation alternative. Such indexes essentially provide a
table of contents for each tape. By means of the digital counter
found on most cassette recorders, the interviewer can note with
reasonable accuracy the location on the tape of the narrator’s re-
marks on various general topics. A card file can then be assembled
containing a general index to guide interested students to the tapes
that contain information on such topics as a local ethnic group or
Korean War experiences. Although this approach is a far less
efficient and a more cumbersome means of storing and retrieving
information from oral history sources, it is much less expensive and
time-consuming than transcription. A sample tape index is included
in the next chapter. )

The information gained through oral history interviews must
never be treated lightly. Caution should always be exercised so that
oral history accounts do not find their way into local gossipvines.
Althongh most interviews focus on events that transpired twenty to
forty or fifty years in the past, in small communities especially,
careless use of sensitive information may wreck the project. Good
sense will usually dictate the right course, If you plan to perma-
nently retain tapes and/or transcripts for the purpose of building a
living history center for your social studies department or local his-
torical society, then a legal release agreement should be used. This
is simply a safeguard which most oral historians use to protect
themselves against any subsequent change of heart or mind on the *
part of an interviewee or interviewee’s family. A sample release
agreement is included in the next chapter.

24 .
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5. Developing an Oral History ije'ct: A Sample

v

Sample Discussion Areas for the Interview

An important preliminary consideration for the interviewer is to '
decide what will be discussed. The following list includes many of
the basic subject areas that most interviews cover. This list does not
' exhaust all possibilities but should help direct both student and
teacher. a

SUBJECTS TO COVER IN EACH INTERVIEW®

U Childhopd Days—Name and birthplace of parents; number and
names of brothers and sisters; age. Lafid owned by parents; what happened
to land; how was it divided. Family life; other childhdod memories of what
life was like; any remarriages of parents, where brothers and sisters now
live: family reunions. Did they grow own food? If fo, what? Do they re-
member periods of scarcity of food? If born in another area, when did they
move and how?

2. Schooling—Amount parents had; amount brothers and sisters got;
schools and teachers, other students, Sciﬂcm('/lt schools; ways schools
have changed. '

*From Appalachian Oral Historv Project, 1970/ Alice Lloyd College, Lees
Junior College. Emory & Henry College, and ppalachian State University.
Reprinted with permission
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8. Occupations of Interviewee—housewife, logger, doctor, farmer,
merchant, teacher, pharmacist. List all jobs person has worked at and
when they worked; when did they have hardest time finding a job; how has :
the work which they know changed over the years?

4. Religion—What sort of churehes were in the area? To which did
most people in their community belong? What were they like and how
have they changed?

7/

5. Community—How did it get its name? How and why was it formed
in the first place? Major events and activities affecting the community.
How has the community changed over the vears? Who have been the com-
munity decision-makers? What made themn the,community leaders? Are
there minority groups in the community? If so,” what group(s) and how
have relations been with them? Were some families poorer than others?
Did others look out for them? How many people lived in the community?
Has population changed greatly? If so, when and why? Where did they go?

6 Politics—Any memories of specific elections—Ilocal, state or federal.
Political leaders in théir particular community. How did people tend to
vote and why. How has the politics changed over the years? Information
about local politicians.

7. Transportation—How did people get around? Where did the roads
and railroads run? When were the railroads built? When did the first au-
tomobiles come in? )

8. Crafts and Customs—Soapmaking, curing, weaving, chairmaking,
local cures, making molasses; searching for ginseng, May apple, and
snakeroot: courtin then and now; others,

9. Law Officers and Badmen—Prohibition, pre-twentieth century, the
Depression; Black Bart train robber.

10. Folktales, Legends, and Superstitions.

I1. Union Organizing—When did the union come in? Was it
recognized or did it have to fight for recognition? Strikes, with dates. Who
were local union leaders? Any memories of national leaders or union orga- .
nizers. Information on the AFL.—how it works, how many men were in it,
’ the quality of the leadership, internal struggles, etc.

12. Music—Ballads, songs—encourage interviewees to sing or play a
musical instrument if they seem interested. :

13. Depressions—1907 and 1930 and LOCAL HARD TIMES.

4. Wars—Any relatives in Civil War? Recollections of Spanish-
American War, World War I, World War I1, Korean War, and Viet Nam.

¥
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' . A Sample
Sample Release Form

Another important preliminary consideration s~ obtaining per-
mission to use an interview. Oral historians are strong believers in
the adage, " An ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure.” By
means of this simple precaution, a teacher can insure the integrity
and continuity of a project. A sample release form is presented here
to show what it should include. ’

CARTHAGE COLLEGE ORAL HISTORY PROJECT

2001 Alford Drive
Kenosha, Wisconsin

[ hereby give and grant to the Carthage College Oral History
Project my tape recorded memoir as a donation for such scholarly
and educational purposes as the Project shall determine. It is ex-
pressly understood that the full literary rights of this mem oir pass
to the Carthage College Oral History Project and that no-rights
whatsoever are to vest in my heirs now or at my death.

\

Signature of narrator

Address of narrator,

4

. N :
« .Slgll(ll“f(' (lj milercviewer

Address of interviewer
»

e

Date of agreement

Subject of "[‘apo(s)'

%
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Semple Transcript

Transcripts are more accessible than tapes because one can read a
transcript without the aid of a machine. Consequently, oral history

~  =inits final form is most frequently written. One way for students to
become familiar with the technique of transcribing interviews is to
examine actual transcripts. What follows is the transcript of the
first part of an interview.

NICHOLAS WADE
ON,
KENOSHA AT THE TURN OF THE CENTURY
AND
Recreation !
Crime ;

HealthCare - s
Eating Habits

Irish Population

) By
JOHN NEUENSCHWANDER
On June 14, 1973
At Nicholas Wade's Real Estate Office
Fditor'
John Vogt
Completed, June 26, 1974

Restrictions, None

CARTHAGE COLLEGE
ORAL HISTORY PROJECT
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A Sample

The following autoblographlcal interview was held on June 14,
* 1973, with Mr. Nicholas Wade, a Studebaker dealer, City Coun-
cilman and Realtor. The interview was conducted in the Real
Estate Office of Mr. Nicholas Wade. The interviewer is John
Neuenschwander, Director of the Carthage College Oral History
Project.

IN:

NW:

JN:
NwW:

JN:

NW:

Tell us a little bit about your family and then your growmg
up years in Kenosha.

Well, my grandparents came from England in 1843, or 44,
and he served in the Civil War. After he came back from
there, there was the large firé in Chicago, and he went down
there to help rebuild. While he was there he fell off some
scaffolding and broke his neck and died.

The Chicago fire of 18777

That's right. Then my dad was left with the rest of the
family; him being the youngest, he was shoved around for a -
while from farm to farm. After he married, why—they had
twelve children, they lost six when they were real young—
and there was six of them that.lived. Now there’s my sister

- and myself left out of the family. I was born on what we

called Grant Street in the City of Kenosha—now it's Sixth
Avenue. I started school in the Stewart Building (it was used
for a meat market and then finally for a school) on Bronson
Street which js now 43rd Street. As I recall, when I was about
six years old, we lived in the county with all the little kids
that went to school there. My Dad and my brothers cleaned
up the pastures. We had ten acres out there where the
Jefferson School is today—across from Washington Bowl, in
fact it joined Washington Bowl. The morning of the picnic I
went to school and was going to lead ‘the kids out to the
home, and after we got.to the Northwestern tracks, a freight
train_ came along and all the little kids got scared and run
home. We had about ten gallons of lemonade that my
mother made, but we never did have a picnic. The swings
were up and everything, but we never did have the picnic. At
that time the Northwestern tracks were the city limits. As far
as that was concerned the North Limits was down about 38th
Street.

Do you know why your grandmother and grandfather came
to the United States? Why they left England?

Well, it could have been possible that my grandfather mar-
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ried a pretty well-to-do family there—a family by the name
of Stone—but we never did get the true facts. It was the
Stone family and at the time we were under the impression
that it was the family that made the “Chinaware” in En-
gland. A history of the family—in fact father sent over to En-
gland, to what we call the County Clerk here in order to find
more information. That mau even went out to the cemetery
and checked to see what there was to the family history
there. My Father sent the mar in England a 5 or 10 dollar
bill.

Your grandfather came to Kenosha and he went right into
farming then?

Oh no, he was a carpenter.

Carpenter?

Yeah—he built quite a few homes that are standing now on
the north side here (on 46th Street—8th Avenue).

Did you ever find out how he happened to come to Kenosha?
No, I didn’t—we never did find cut how he happened to set-
tle here.

What occupation was your father in?

My dad was a carpenter. He did a lot of carpenter work for
building homes. I recall when I carried dinner to him on one
job on Pleasant Street, then you used to slack your own
plaster. It looked so nice to step in and [ was barefooted so |
stepped into it. I thought it was solid and I stepped into it.
was going to wipe off my feet when my dad and uncle both
came sailing from the house and grabbed me and used sand,
because the lime would have eaten the flesh off the bottom of
my feet. They hoth did carpenter work and then in later years
naturally he retired, but we had good parents. We were poor

What kind of standing did you feel, as you were growing up,

_that your family had in the community with your father being

a carpenter? Working class people?

No-—that’s right. Those days were different than today. If
there was a fire and they wanted volunteers for it, he’d go and
help. He was very good, and mother was very good. You see,
in our day the situation was different than today. When
neighbors were sick, there was no question about religion or
anything else, Mother would make a bowl of soup and take it
to the neighbor—she’d even get up in the morning and get us
off to school and then go over and get the neighbor’s children
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off to school. The neighbor would do the same. There was a
big difference, then. I remember when I was a little guy and a
neighbor came over and needed $10 for his taxes and Dad
said, “Give it to him.” The neighbor said, “I'll give you a
note.” and Dad said, **Your note’s no good if your word's no
good.” Tlere was no such thing as taking a note or anything
of the kind. I recall too when we were kids we talked about
kind friends. If I was given a dime or quarter to go to the
store to get the groceries of some kind and accidentally
dropped it in a crack in the wooden sidewalk that was the last
of that. Some of the fellows wouldn’t allow you to pull your
dime out of the sidewalk. I don’t know, we lived much
different then. We used to make our own fun. We’d go to the
electric light and we’d play there. There was a 9:00 curfew.
You'd see fellows scatter in all different directions to get
home before the police would come around. We respected
things then, see—it’s different than today. Kids don’t give a
darn today. Of course, we didn’t have much to de: All we'd
do was get up in the morning-and have breakfast, take the
cows and drive them 'to pasture and then come.back home,
wash up and go to school. At 11:30 I'd get out (school didn’t
get out till 12:00, but I'd get out at 11:30) run home, get the
dinner buckets and take them to Simmons. Then I'd eat with
my dad. Then I'd go back to school. As soon as school was
out, I'd go home, change clothes, trot out to get the cow in
the pasture, get her back home, settle her down, feed the
chickens and if there was some potato-bugs to be picked we’d
pick the potato bugs. Then after we had our supper dad
would say, “If you're finished with your lessons, go out and
play.” At 9:00 you were home. See, like I say, we made our
own fun and we had a lot of fun in the short time that we had.
What sort of make-fun games did you have?

Well—we played long baseball with that picnic ball, and we
would box under the lights; of course we played “‘run sheep, -
run” (you know what that is, don’t you?).

Irecall the name, but I can’t describe it.

Well, you start out you have a bunch on one side and a bunch
on the other side. Then this one bunch would count up to
100. You'd start out and take a piece of chalk, they were
wooden sidewalks and you would mark them which direction
you ran in, and the case where you would fool them on your
direction. You'd chase around about 6-7 blocks and come

31

’ 30




ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

ORAL HISTORY

back to the starting place. There were so many different
things. Now you take these little kids—when someone got
married, we'd have a shivaree. You have two older bays—one
would have a clarinet and one would have a trombone and
maybe another would have drums and we'd go and shivaree
them. That's what we called it. Dad made an outfit. It's like a
ringer-and you get a lot of ‘noise out of it. Some days the
fellow would come out and give you a dollar bill. The older
fellows would have an eighth of beer. There were eighths in
those days. We just went along for the fun. We had a lot of
fun, but we never did drink any beer. That we weren't
allowed to do unti},we were 21. We lived with my sister, near
Jefferson School, until she straightened things out there after
her husband passed away. We used to walk from there, my
brother John and I, with two pails of milk which we de-
livered. Elson had a store on 43rd Street and we delivered
milk to him on our way to school. We hiked from there to
school and you can imagine what the kids today would say if
they hiked from there to schoul. It did us a lot of good. I say
that the work that we did in our younger days built up our
bodies and [ don’t think there’s any question about it but that
it was good.

: When you were growing up in Kenosha, did you hear

anything about Zalmon G. Simmons and what he meant to
the city or anything?

: Sure—we knew him. He was very nice and he did a lot of

good things for the city. In fact practically all of the people
on the North Side worked for him. See, there was the Sim-
mons Plant and they used to have boats come in, sailboats,
with oak lumber for crates. Crates to crate the beds up in. If
the boat was coming in and thete was a north-eastern up they
would have to throw out thousands of feet of lumber in order
to make the harbor. The whole top deck they would throw
out. Well, the people would wait until that lumber would
come into shore and then they would go and get it. They
would build chicken coops out of it, also barns and whatnot.
American Motors has that old Simmons plant now, but be-
fore the whole freight yard right up to the dock was all
lumber piles. Also the Bain Wagon Works was right there on
55th Street. After automobiles came out, it kind of put the
wagon works out of business.
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: The whole North Side worked at Simmons or Bain Wagon

Works? Was this largely the German element?

: Practically all. The Irish settled on the South and West Side.

Later on the [talian folks came in.

: What type of neighborhood did you live and grow up in, in

terms of ethnic groups and religion?

: There wias quite a few Protestants. There were more

Protestants than Catholics at that time. That didn’t matter.
Like I told you in the first place, everybody helped every-
body. It was not a case of dog-eat-dog like today. Yes, I
finished school at St. George’s when I was about 14 years old
and went to work.

This would amount to the end of primary school or junior
high school?

No—1I never went that high. When [ was 14—in those days
the judge would give you a permit to go to work—I went to °
work out at what they called the Chicago-Kenosha Hosiery,
on 24th and 60th. I worked there for a short time, until |
went to work for my cousin in the meat market. I worked 19
years in-the meat market and thep I went into real estate in
1919. In 1932 [ went in the automobile business.

How would you contrast the meat business, when you were
in it, with the meat business today?

You mean when we were selling pork steak for 8 or 9 cents a
pound? R

Not just the price, but the way you conducted your business,
handled your meat and so on.

Well, we probably spent more time in the market than they
do today. Because, to start off with, you got up at 5:00 in the
morning, went over to the barn, fed the horses, cleaned them
and hitched them up. We went out and took orders. When
you finished, about 11 o’clock, I'd go home for lunch, get
back and the rest of them would take off for lunch. The first
thing we had to do at my cousin’s market was to clean up the

. blocks, the counters, and the scales. Then we'd cut up a

round or two and get things ready for the afternoon trade.
Then when you got that done, you rolled your sleeves up and
went out into the icebox, a great big icebox. You have a great
big tub of meat out there, which has seasoned three or four
days for sausage. You stuffed the sausage, then started a fire
under your kettle, and started a fire in the smokehouse. You

33

']

.
:




‘ORAL HISTORY

<L
smoked the sausage and put it in the kettle. When you
finished you took it out, hung it up to dry, then put it in the
’ icebox. Usually you finished about 7:00 in the evening.
JN. So the morning was usually devoted to taking orders and the
afternoon was a delivery period.

NW: No, no, mornings were delivery, too. If you came late with a
piece of roast beef or a piece of soup meat, some of these old
Germans would tell you that you had to be there on time.

JN: Were there different cuts of meat then than are today?

NW: No, the same. We killed our own poultry, all of it: chickens,
geese, turkey, and ducks. My cousin never would buy any
barrels of chickens or anything like that. You knew that th-y
were all fresh. The same way with meat. It had to be drst
class or we didn’t cut it. The cuts were the same. Maybe
there’s a different name for what we call plate or brisket, but
outside of that the same. You take steaks, they were about 15
or 16 cents a pound and today they're a $1.70. That's the

° ’ difference.

Sample Tape Index

Preparing an index rather than a trauscript is an easier though less

complete method of storing information from each tape. The

following tape index illustrates how to order information for quick
retrieval.
Interview [ with Robert Henry
February 18, 1975
by
Angela Zophy

Tape 1, side |

0-11 Silence.

12- Refers to George Epstein’s collection of Kenosha

. History. .
85- Earliest childhood memories of the Old Howe
Building.
. 143- Recalls Feathertown Mattress factory fire.
34 . )
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185-

310-
360-
386-

422-
459~

Side 2

480-
500-

" 528-

600-

A Sample

Early methods of butchering meat (do it yourself
type).

Schools attended.

Water sources and sewage customs.

Livery stable and its neighborhood (livery was
family business). -

Old Malt House explosion and fire.

Durkee School memories and the dedication of
Simmons Library.

Side 1 ends at 477.

Livery business, Old Farmer’s Market.

Barter system between farmers and town grocers,
Credit arrangements, cost of living.

First hospital in Kenosha, Pleasant Prairie Powder
Mill explosion, loss of life therein; care of aged.
Kenosha roads and streets (condition of).

Trolley and pranksters.

Alderman O'Brien’s confrontation with ** Big Mary”
(tavern owner). .

Main street maintenance problems, descriptions.
New Year's Eve celebration customs.

Dance clubs as social entertainment.

Side 2 ends at 857,
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Tape 11, side 3
"0-61

70-

84

170-
202-
246-

303-
325-

365-
395-

430-

445-
464-

36

East side Main Street establishments described.
Harbor and ships recalled.

Italian immigrants and’ Tannery labor done by
them. ,
Pollution of lake by Tannery (also of local water
supply).

Materials used by Bain Wagon Company, hand-
crafting of wheels.

Laborers of Simmons Company, (Simmon's prod-
ucts).

Morgan Club House (yachts) and the Pathfinder.
The Christopher Columbus (whaleback boat, de-
scription).

"Kenosha Harbor described.

Pollution of lake ruined—once great ﬁshmg
therein.

Eagles Lake Building and skatmg pond.

Land-dug sewers.

Plea for dignity of Senior Citizens.. . .

Side 3 end at 480.
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6. Conclusion

There is an old saying that *“ History repeats itself because no one
was Jistening the first time.”"'* Whether oral history will ever invali-
date this maxim is a moot point, but as a teaching aid it can offer -
students an opportunity to learn directly from their community by
¢ turning local human resources into course materials. For the local
community has always been a potential laboratory where students -
could discover and test ideas. Unfortunately, it has rarely been used
to its fullest capacity. Oral history is one means by which teachers
can tap this educational resource. The sb:dy of important modern
developments like the Great Depression, suburbanization, and the
ecology crisis can seem otherworldly to many students if their only
knowledge of these events and conditions comes from textbooks
and other non-direct sources. A chief use of oral history then is to
relate students’ personal worlds to local surroundings and society
at large.
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Although to some, oral history may appear to be a radical de-
parture frgm conventional pedagogy, in reality, it is a very old
method of teaching. In a society that is becoming increasingly
techniocratic and lmpersonal the need for suct an intensely human
way to learn is obvicus. Fsr this reason alt)m- wal history should
become an educational mainstay in the years . »..d.
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